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Abstract 
A sociolinguistic angle is employed to cast light on the problem to find the ideal reading material in the South African primary 
school classroom and more specifically the foundation phase. Some of the sociolinguistic influences considered to exert an 
influence on the learners as readers in the South African primary school classroom are: ethnicity, culture, socio-economic 
influences, age and emotional as well as cognitive development and educational influences such as peers, teachers and parents. 
Investigations reveal that books and material enjoyed by learners deal with cultural issues sensitively and avoid dehumanisation 
or portrayal of certain groups as inferior. The responsibility of the role players in education such as parents, educators and 
children is underscored.  
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The primary school South African reader is caught up in an intricately woven educational web of influences that 
moulds and hones the learner’s concept of learning and reading in the school environment.  The position in South 
Africa with regard to English medium primary schools is one of multicultural representation and reading takes place 
in most multicultural schools through the medium of English, thus a second language.  Readers of a second language 
have to face the obstacle of learning and communicating through a network of second language speech patterns and 
concepts. This brings us to the important issue of sociolinguistic influences.  Some of the variables playing a pivotal 
role in determining the ideal reading material ,are factors embracing age, attitude, culture, ethnicity, intellectual 
abilities and educational role players(Piotrowsky,1989:72). 
1.1. Bilingualism and Multilingualism in the South African classroom. 
Guccione (2011:568) maintains that learners, especially as the younger emergent readers benefit from activities 
that embrace their unique cultural and linguistic resources enhancing oral development and facilitating opportunities 
to interact. South Africa is known as the rainbow nation with a population consisting of eleven official languages 
and therefore the South African classroom consists of multi-racial readers each from a different cultural background.  
This impacts the daunting task of the teacher to communicate with the learners in such a way that the various 
cultural groups find common ground to communicate well. Finding a suitable reading book that would meet the 
bilingual learners’ needs, is thus also quite a challenge.  Spolsky (1998:45-46)  maintains: “While it is the case that 
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even speakers of a single language (putative monolinguals) control various styles and levels of that language, it is 
very common that people develop some knowledge and ability in a second language to become bilingual.  The 
simplest definition of a bilingual is a person who has some functional ability in a second language.  This may vary 
from a limited ability in one or more domains, to very strong command of both languages (which is sometimes 
across various speech communities, but rather normal necessity.  The language involved for purposes of this article 
is English as a second language in South Africa.  English is a language spoken all over the world and used by 
educationalists, health practitioners and businessmen (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991:1). 
Stubbs (1986:67) discusses English as a world language and its profound importance in a modern world.  
Pennycook (1995:41) asserts that English is the major language by means of which social, political and economic 
inequalities are maintained in many countries and that it acts as a gatekeeper for communication between different 
countries.   
In South Africa English should be viewed from a heritage language perspective. It was primarily introduced to 
South Africans by the British Settlers and the Afrikaans-speaking inhabitants (descendants of early Dutch settlers) 
have long regarded English as the language of the oppressor.  The tendency to involve politics stems from our 
deeper insecurity and prejudice that our heritage language is in fact the superior language to use as a means of 
communication (Campbell, 1996:42).  Generally speaking English has become the one preferred language in South 
Africa spoken at schools apart from the mother tongue. Nationalist politicians insisted Afrikaans should be the first 
language in schools and this political decision gave rise to the 1976 uprising. This resulted in opting for English as 
the main medium of instruction in many schools.  Wessels ast policies and practices as 
well as the devastating effect of the Sowetan riots, have led to a situation where African children are at a great 
 
Apart from the problem of identifying English as the main language to be used as medium of instruction in order 
for all cultures to find common ground, the general observation made is that reading materials are posing a problem 
as the materials scrutinized to be used as readers and reading material are often not quite apt for use. In an 
endeavour to address the problem sociolinguistic aspects are being studied to cast light on aspects to take into 
consideration when generating reading materials that would be of a proper standard according to the various levels 
in the primary school. 
2.2 The readers as part of the communication trio. 
Combrink (1983:125) refers to the importance of identifying the position of the reader in the chain of 
communication. The reader is seen to be dynamically involved in the communicative process among the trio of 
author, text and reader.  Authors have ahuge responsibility to cater for the reader and organizing his narrative 
discourse in such a way as to bear in mind the South African context, prevalent values and even political tension 
when preparing material to be read. 
 Combrink (1983:126) highlights the fact that the schools in South Africa are sharing the aim of a new movement 
of literature-based instruction. This holistic language teaching strives to involve people of all cultures 
(Palardy,1997:67).  Teachers should therefore bear in mind cultural links and cultural diversity when choosing 
reading books as they form part of holistic teaching. 
2.3 Sociolinguistic variables as influence on readers and preferences for certain reading materials. 
The general observation made is that reading materials are not suitable due to a number of factors playing an 
influential role.These sociolinguistic variables are closely interwoven and it is difficult to deal with the one aspect 
without referring to the other (Piottrowsky,1989:72). 
 
2.3.1Cultural awareness 
The vehement 
the excitement about the testimony to our 
emotional bondage with our culture that gives us a sense of belonging.  The large majority of readers are not aware 
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of the subliminal influences playing a role in our socialization.  Writers of readers for learners in the primary school 
should understand that there is a culture shock whenever acculturation i.e. the adaptation to a new culture is 
involved.  (Douglas Brown,1986:36). 
Valdes (1986:137) claims that literature is generally accepted as a way of teaching language, because it serves as a 
medium to transmit the culture of the people who speak the language in which it is written. Although literature is 
regarded as culture in action many more benefits can be gained from studying the reading books than concentrating 
on cultural aspects alone.  Learners should be taught to respect their own as well as the cultural values of the other 
groups. Shum (1997:80) points out that democracy should form an integral part of the cultural educational 
perspective, for it enforces distribution and it also implies equalities and commonalities of interest and the ideal is 
the building of a common culture.  
Van der Walt (1998:25) acknowledges the fact that culture is of paramount importance in the reading experience. He 
emphasizes that various cultural groups must be catered for respectively when deciding on a reading program for 
 
Hearne (1993:34) identifies the phenomenon of cultural authority and is of the opinion that an author should take 
cognizance of common values, facts and beliefs before embarking on writing for a specific group of readers.  
Cultural values are also constantly changing, complicating the endeavor to provide apt reading material.  Cultural 
filtering ,i.e. the exclusion of certain offensive values, is thus also of paramount importance when aiming at reader 
involvement (M0 &Shen,1997:90). 
The ideal situation is to supply reading material to second language learners that would stimulate their interest and 
the
cultures so that they can be informed about other people and their cultures and learn to tolerate group customs. 
Teachers should also apply cultural filtering in the multicultural classroom in order to diminish hostility. South 
Africa in its entirety is still recovering from a cultural shock and will have to gradually adapt to the post apartheid 
era. Education and thus reading can be seen as a progressive and liberalizing force aiming at communication 
(Edwards, 1994:189).  
 
2.3.2Race and ethnicity 
Skin colour has since time immemorial been a sensitive issue in South Africa where apartheid has been practised as 
a division between Black and White South Africans. Skin color is a term often associated with racial conflict 
between two different linguistic groups.  In South Africa racial diversity poses a problem to learners who do not 
always know how to deal with these differences. The term race is also linked with specific ethnic markers and is 
seen to be intertwined with other cultural aspects of life that imply a certain group identity.  It is therefore also 
important to consider ethnic and national affiliations when establishing the profile of the reader and the ideal reading 
book.  The readers involved are all members of different ethnic groups.  Ethnicity is generally seen as a sense of 
group identity derived from common bounds. The term ethnicity is derived 
means nation but is also a word associated with outsiders. According to Edwards it is a fallacy to regard ethnicity as 
a minority phenomenon because dominant groups can also be conceived of as ethnic groups. The cultural content is 
also important when studying ethnicity.  A further characteristic of ethnicity is its socialization and historical 
inheritance that distinguish it from other social groups and it is also deemed as a belief that brings into play its 
subjective perspective. Edwards(1994:128) also regards ethnic symbolism as forming an integral part of group 
identity. A sense of group boundary must persist. This can be sustained by focusing on shared characteristics such as 
religion and language. Nationalism is concomitant of ethnicity but with a covert political dimension attached. 
Edwards (1994:130) defines nationalism as an extension of ethnicity. Edwards points out that nationalism does not 
require a common language per se but the need to belong to a common group is immutable. 
 
2.3.3 Socio-economic factors 
Low economic income causes problems in education as many parents earn too low a salary to be able to pay school 
fees and the low income also affects the provision of educational material by parents who struggle to eke out an 
existence and who have to provide interesting reading material at home. The problem of shortage of funds affects 
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South African schools throughout the country. Dinham & Crowther (2011:620) posit that leadership at schools 
should be aimed at in should not focus only on costs.  Spending 
 Guccione (2011:572) also points out 
the very useful method of inquiry-based reading.  This method makes use of any available material and allowing 
learners to interact with each other and responding to the material to overcome the need of reading books where 
those are not available then but it does not diminish the importance of considering sociolinguistic influences. 
 
2.3.4 Age and cognitive and affective development. 
th of reasoning viz. stage one including 
readers aged 2-3, stage two including readers aged 7-8 and stage four including readers aged 11-12.  The focus is on 
the younger readers aged 7-8  and the focus is thus on the world of play and observation.  During the foundation 
phase the learner develops cognitive structures to reason logically. 
The assumption that we learn by experience is often referred to as the clean slate approach.  Ideas come from 
experience and the teachers and parents carry an enormous responsibility to assist the learners as consumers.  Piaget 
also adds that learners acquire knowledge and skills by building onto intellectual structures in the course of their 
assimilation and integration of conceptual matter. Existing structures are thus constantly changed by co-existing 
cognitive behavior. Cowan (1978:22) says that children are not a mere clean slate but he sees the child and 
specifically the child in the foundation phase as a flowering seed incorporating new knowledge. 
proximal development has also been regarded as a very useful method to assist each individual in his effort to 
achieve at his own unique pace with the teacher assisting the learner to attain his goal by interacting with the learner 
.Piaget has been criticized for identifying four rigid stages and critics maintain that development has a flowing 
effect. Every learner develops at his own pace (Anning,Cullen &Fleer,2009:4). 
Pienaar (1989:60) maintains that stories for children are supposed to be simpler in characterization and plot.  The 
younger the readers the more shorn the style and the less complicated the story line.  The crucial caveat should be to 
Language should match the cognitive development of the 
learners and should be direct and simple. Compound sentences should be reduced to the minimum. Dialogue isof 
crucial importance as it can improve unity and add aspects together.  When focusing on reading one should realize 
that reading, writing listening and speaking are all involved when focusing on reading. The one aspect impacts the 
other. Written language is a form of social knowledge and should be dealt with interacting with the other skills.   
The emphasis should be on the code breaking rather than on the mechanics of reading in the foundation phase.  
Learners should be encouraged to read and motivation is imperative. If one can reward them for their efforts ina 
sound educational way it will encourage them to try harder. A dilemma in the multicultural classroom in South 
Africa is that the teacher has to assis - ll and a lot of differentiation has to take 
place as a result (Pretorius,1998:7). It remains a huge responsibility of the teacher to cater for all the different needs 
as Palardy (1997:68) asserts that concomitant attitudes that youngsters develop are critical to develop life-long 
readers.  The opportunity of the reader to choose from a variety of books in lieu of working only with one basal will 
whet the appetite and keep attention riveted to reading books. 
 
2.3.5 Social development: peers, parents and teachers 
Anning, Cullen & Fleer (2009:188) assert that one of the significant features surfacing in cultural-historical research 
has been the growing awareness of the involvement of adults for their capacity for shared thinking. Learners as 
readers are impacted by their friends, parents and teachers.  Socially approved reading will also have to reflect peer 
group values and the circumstances under which the learners live. Youngsters are also prone to copy the behaviour 
of their peers and if a culture of reading is being fostered by the parents and teachers the learners will benefit. 
Between the ages of one and three years the child develops a sense of distinguishing between male and female. Boys 
imitate the behaviour of men and girls that of females.  Peers, media models, parents and teachers all serve as role 
models to the young developing child (Cohen, 1976:192-193). Dinham & Crowther (2011:620) alert the role players 
in education to the importance of a quality teacher in every classroom.  
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3 Conclusion 
Reading is regarded as one of the most fundamental skills needed to be mastered in order to acquire a second 
language.  It is of extreme importance also in the light of the recent focus on literacy and the right to be literate.  
Taking into consideration the sociolinguistic influences, the task of deciding on the best reading material, can be less 
daunting.  These influences aid in deciding what to supply and confront the primary school readers with.  The more 
information is discovered on reading and reading behavior the easier the task of the teachers and the writers who all 
have to aid the young emergent readers. Cullingford (2010:8) asserts that change is incremental and should not be 
seen as a threat.  This theoretical investigation also emphasizes the importance of respecting cultural differences and 
alerts role players in education to the problem of financial constraints in the primary school classroom.  The role 
players viz. the teachers and writers of educational materials have a huge responsibility in making a difference. 
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